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In the 1973 supplemental issue of the American Journal of Sociology (AJS) 
titled “Changing Women in a Changing Society,” an intergenerational 
assembly of scholars weighed in on the problems facing women in the 
United States and on the place the study of gender held within the broader 
discipline. Publication of an issue edited and authored almost exclusively 
by women in the longest running and most historically signifi cant sociol-
ogy journal—and the fact that this issue was then printed separately as a 
book that sold over 25,000 copies1—suggested a turning point in which 
feminist inquiry was becoming a central area of sociology. Almost fi fty 
years later, Gender & Society, the feminist sociology journal started in 
1987 by Sociologists for Women in Society, has nearly tied with AJS in 
terms of impact.2 The Sex & Gender Section of the American Sociological 
Association also has emerged as the organization’s largest member sub-
group. At the same time, a quick perusal of JSTOR shows that feminist 
scholarship—and even research on any gender topic—continues to be 
underrepresented in most high-impact sociology journals that advertise 
their mandate as publishing research of “general interest” to the disci-
pline. Taken together, these trends suggest that while feminist theories 

  1 The “Not Sociology” Problem
Kristen Schilt



38 k r i s t e n  s c h i l t

and research might not yet be at the center of sociology, feminist scholars 
have staked out an infl uential claim in the discipline.

The evolution of a feminist community within the broader discipline of 
sociology exemplifi es a dynamic that I wish to explore about “queer 
work”—and here, drawing on Amy L. Stone and Jaime Cantrell’s writing 
about queer archives, I invoke the older meaning of queer as something 
“odd and perplexing” that can disrupt the status quo of a social milieu, 
such as an academic discipline (2015: 3). In the 1970s and 1980s, femi-
nists presented such a queer challenge to sociology with their investiga-
tion into how normative gender ideologies infused traditional research 
methods and theories in ways that perpetuated institutional and interper-
sonal gender inequality (see Smith 1989; Stacey & Thorne 1985). When 
faced with opposition from disciplinary gatekeepers, they developed a 
community of scholars who served, fi rst, as emotional support and inter-
locutors and, later, as feminist institutions gained ground, as editors, 
reviewers, and tenure-letter writers (see Laslett & Thorne 1997). A similar 
process of community and institution building in response to disciplinary 
marginalization is evident in the experiences of scholars of color working 
in critical race studies who have to navigate what Tukufu Zuberi and 
Eduardo Bonilla-Silva term “white logic, white methods” (2008), and 
exemplifi ed as well by queer scholars pushing back against long-standing 
sociological associations between nonheterosexual identities and prac-
tices and social deviance (see Seidman 1996). The growing body of writing 
about the importance of community building from scholars working in 
areas of sociological inquiry that have been relegated to the margins of the 
discipline gives valuable insight into the varied strategies for resisting 
such marginalization, and presents a historical record from which future 
generations can evaluate disciplinary change.

In this chapter, I shift the focus from a discussion of how we navigate 
academic marginalization to an examination of the strategies used by dis-
ciplinary gatekeepers to keep us marginal. In thinking through how to 
conceptualize these strategies of resistance to queer work, I have come to 
think of them as bolstering what we might call the “not sociology” prob-
lem. I borrow this concept from Marjorie DeVault’s writing about how, 
early in her career, sociological gatekeepers often dismissed her feminist 
research with the statement “But that is not sociology” (1999: 15). This 
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sentence struck a chord with me because it is a pithy synthesis of academic 
resistance that I have faced—and that I have seen many others face—while 
doing research in the area of transgender studies. And it captures the 
resistance my colleagues and students have encountered when doing 
social justice–oriented work on a number of other “queer” areas of inquiry, 
such as sex work (see Hoang, this volume). While we may discuss these 
marginalizing experiences in small groups in dark bars at conferences, we 
often keep silent about them in public talks or in print because the cost of 
calling out the ideological character of these responses to our work can be 
so high. Yet there is something to be gained from transforming these reac-
tions from embarrassing personal incidents into a politically situated 
analysis about how sociological gatekeeping works—and how we might 
disrupt it.

the three r’s:  resistance,  reduction, 

and ridicule

In mapping out the interactional and institutional strategies that push 
queer work to the sociological margins, I identifi ed the Three R’s: resist-
ance, the attempt to erect boundaries against an emerging area of inquiry 
(e.g., transgender studies, fat studies, critical heterosexualities) that 
pushes up against an established canon or theoretical frame; reduction, 
the attempt to dismiss scholarship on group X as too “fringe” to sociologi-
cally matter; and ridicule, the attempt to devalue scholarship on group X 
by positioning it as absurd. These strategies are not mutually exclusive—a 
scholar might face all three in the course of one talk—nor is my list by any 
means exhaustive. I see this trio simply as a starting point for a discussion 
about making disciplinary change and mitigating the emotional labor 
spent on navigating these reactions. People doing work at the margins of 
sociology often meet with ideological critiques disguised as objective criti-
cism from colleagues, institutional gatekeepers, and peers. If we desire 
sociological careers in the academy, we can feel pressure to sit quietly 
while our work is dismissed with labels that fi t under the “not sociology” 
umbrella: “too micro,” “descriptive,” “me-search.” If we off er a challenge, 
we risk being positioned as “not collegial,” “too ideological,” or “aggressive.” 
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Yet keeping these experiences to ourselves can make us doubt our work, 
can lead us to switch to new research topics that we are not invested in but 
that seem “safe,” can encourage us to leave sociology for other fi elds, or can 
drive us out of the academy altogether.

As a tenured professor, I recognize that the costs for me in writing pub-
licly about these strategies are less severe than the potential costs to grad-
uate students, untenured faculty, and adjunct faculty. I also recognize that 
in talking about such reactions to our work, we must look at how they 
manifest diff erently depending on who is presenting the research. I 
received much more overt resistance to my work as a graduate student, for 
instance, than I do now as a tenured professor. Further, as a white, queer 
cisgender woman, the forms of resistance I have faced when presenting 
research on transgender topics have sometimes overlapped and some-
times diff ered from the experiences of transgender and nonbinary col-
leagues with whom I have collaborated. Many of us have encountered the 
advice that transgender research is a bad idea—it’s just a fad, it’s too micro, 
we won’t get jobs (see Lombardi this volume for a larger discussion). Yet I 
rarely face questions about whether I am doing “me-search.” I am more 
likely to be positioned on a continuum from someone who does intention-
ally “provocative” work to someone who received poor guidance as a grad-
uate student—and who could be saved if I just moved to a new area of 
study. To cite a case highlighting this last point: when I was on the job 
market, two senior scholars at diff erent universities asked me in what I 
interpreted as hopeful voices, “Do you have any other interests besides 
transsexuals?”

As someone who identifi es in my published work as cisgender, I also 
have been privy to unwanted commentary from cisgender sociologists 
whom I often barely know about their experiences with and feelings about 
transgender people3—much in the same way that white people may 
assume that other people whom they perceive as white are a safe audience 
for racist commentary (Picca & Feagin 2007). While telling people I was 
politically committed to transgender social justice did little to stop such 
comments, letting them know that I had been partnered with a transgen-
der man for many years usually did—though I was then often asked for 
details about my sexual history. I mention these experiences as a way 
to make my positionality visible and to demonstrate how our social 
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locations in the status hierarchy of the discipline and our identities—and 
how our colleagues perceive these identities (whether correctly or incor-
rectly)—shape the ways in which our research is taken up and what gate-
keeping strategies, if any, we may face when doing queer work. I turn now 
to examples of how I have experienced the Three R’s while presenting to 
sociological audiences research about the lived experiences of transgender 
people.

Resistance

My early interest in sociology came from its ability to provide what I saw 
as an empirically grounded and theoretically rich language with which to 
investigate my long-standing preoccupation: how to make eff ective chal-
lenges to social inequality. While the Sociology Department at the 
University of Texas at Austin, my undergraduate institution, emphasized 
a particularly traditional form of sociology, I was able to take courses with 
feminist professors and graduate students that shaped the trajectory of 
my adult life. It was transformative to discover the theory of social con-
structionism—to take hold of the idea that unequal social relations could 
change, no matter how hard that change might be to accomplish, because 
they were not static, ahistorical, or innate. For my MA work, I built on my 
undergraduate thesis about Riot Grrrl, a 1990s punk rock feminist sub-
culture that presented challenges to second-wave (1960s–1970s) feminist 
theory and the male-dominated realm of subcultural studies. I found gen-
erous support for this work from feminist mentors. Senior feminist schol-
ars invited me to present at conferences as an early-stage graduate stu-
dent, where I built crucial mentoring networks, and encouraged me to 
send my work out for review to journals. With a vibrant community of 
mentors who refl ected to me the value of studying areas of social life that 
are dismissed or devalued by those in positions of social power, I grew a 
thick skin for situations in which nonfeminist professors and peers told 
me that gender scholarship was not interesting or important—in other 
words, was “not sociology.” And, most important, I learned how to distin-
guish a constructive critique of my research design or theoretical argu-
ment from an ideological opinion (often stated as a fact) about what was 
worthy of study.
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I did not realize how important this ability to distinguish between cri-
tique and opinion would be until I began presenting my dissertation 
research about the workplace experiences of transgender men to feminist 
audiences in the mid-2000s. I saw this shift in my research as a response 
to the body of crucial and innovative theoretical and empirical scholarship 
about the lives of transgender people that began to emerge in sociology in 
the 1990s and early 2000s (see Namaste 2000; Rubin 2003). Having the 
opportunity to take classes in LGBTQ studies, queer theory, and transgen-
der studies as a graduate student at UCLA, I viewed sociological methods 
as well suited to bring rigorous empirical data on transgender people’s 
experiences to bear on policy and activism around transgender rights—
much in the way that feminist sociologists had done for cisgender women 
in arenas such as sexual harassment and workplace inequality. I saw the 
emerging subfi eld of transgender studies in sociology as poised to chal-
lenge the long-standing positioning of trans people as deviant within the 
sociological literature and to radically transform how sociologists concep-
tualized gender. As a person with political commitments to feminist and 
LGBTQ activism, I wanted to be a part of this work.

I had the luck to be in a department with a core group of feminist schol-
ars who strongly supported my research even though it was outside their 
topical areas of expertise. Yet, in my fi rst attempts to present my research 
to a broader feminist audience, I was often met with seemingly purposeful 
resistance from the people who held positions of authority in the subfi eld, 
such as conference panel organizers and journal editors. When I sent in 
papers about transgender workplace discrimination to “Gender and 
Workplace” sessions at the annual sociology conference, I was told that my 
work would fi nd a better home in the Sexualities Section or on LGBTQ-
focused panels (of which there were very few at the time)—advice that 
signaled to me that transgender people’s experiences at work were not of 
interest to gender-and-work scholars. In presentations, I had feminist 
audiences dismiss accounts of trans men’s experiences of workplace dis-
crimination and ask if I could provide examples of how trans men might 
help cisgender women at work—a question that signifi ed to me an under-
standing that cisgender women should always be at the center of socio-
logical research on gender inequality. And I met with a pervasive assump-
tion among older feminist scholars that transgender men initiated gender 
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transitions because of internalized misogyny. I was asked many times by 
second-wave feminists in formal and informal settings why “those poor 
women” (i.e., trans men) felt they needed to “mutilate” their bodies with 
surgical interventions and hormones.

At fi rst, it felt as though an unspoken message were being conveyed 
that research on transgender people was irrelevant to sociologists of 
gender—a “not sociology of gender” variant of mainstream dismissal. This 
message became overt, however, when I saw a prominent gender scholar 
tell a conference audience that transgender people could not be part of 
“the gender revolution,” because they were too deeply invested in reifying 
a gender binary. I have since faced this response many times in relation to 
my research from people I associate with second-wave feminism. In these 
interactional moments, I always feel a sense of disorientation because it is 
often a well-coiff ed cisgender woman with eye-catching jewelry or scarf 
telling me, a cisgender woman who has long eschewed pants for dresses, is 
usually in heels, and has a fondness for metallic lipsticks, that transgender 
people are reifying the gender binary. While I consciously perform what I 
envision as a queerly referential femme-ness, I recognize that outside 
queer spaces I can easily be read as reproducing traditional norms of femi-
ninity in my appearance. Yet I am not a problem for feminism.

Such a response to transgender people highlights a particular framing 
of gender transitions that has a long history in feminist scholarship (see 
Connell 2012; Serano 2007). In this line of thought, a feminist body 
project is one that encourages self-acceptance (e.g., love your body) while 
simultaneously seeking to trouble normative expectations for gender in 
theory, if not in embodied practice. Following this logic, transgender peo-
ple who physically modify their bodies become self-hating cultural dupes 
of gender binarism, while cisgender women who feel they were “born in 
the right body” are allowed remarkable leeway for gender expression and 
attitudes toward feminism and gender equality. Using cisgenderism as the 
yardstick by which to measure the progressiveness or conservatism of a 
person’s gender performance creates a situation in which Katy Perry on 
the cover of Cosmo may incite sighs from feminists who wish she was a 
better role model for young women, but does not invite the wave of con-
demnation and judgment that Caitlyn Jenner’s Vanity Fair cover 
unleashed (see, for example, Garelick 2015).4 And it allows feminist 
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gatekeepers to resist and exclude an entire group of people from an imag-
ined shared feminist project of making a “gender revolution” without 
questioning what assumptions about authenticity or exclusionary notions 
of progress are wrapped up in that particular imaginary—adopting, in 
other words, a similar strategy of resistance that has long been used within 
sociology to devalue feminist research (see DeVault 1999).

Reduction

While the “bad for feminism” response implies that transgender people 
have an inordinate amount of power to uphold the gender binary, a sec-
ond set of responses I have received, from nonfeminist sociologists, sug-
gests that transgender people are too “fringe” to warrant sociological 
study. This characterization maps on to what I term a strategy of reduc-
tion. In presentations to a general sociology audience, I have usually 
encountered this strategy through the question, “How many transgender 
people are there?” If I am interpreting this question in a generous way, I 
can see it as an earnest attempt to locate my interview sample size within 
a larger population frame. If there are, say, three hundred transgender 
people in the country and I conducted one hundred interviews, I would 
have a fairly strong basis from which to generalize. But, after getting this 
question many times, I now interpret it as drawing or guarding a disci-
plinary boundary separating a marginalized minority group that warrants 
sociological study from a “fringe” group that is too small or too “weird” to 
matter to a general sociology audience. Within this minority-versus-fringe 
framework, getting counted on a government document, such as the US 
decennial census or a large, nationally representative federal survey, often 
appears to be the dividing line. If transgender identifi cation is not included 
in large-scale surveys that sociologists typically analyze, in other words, 
transgender people do not have to be taken seriously by quantitative soci-
ology regardless of how much discrimination they may face. They are, in 
eff ect, too marginal to matter.

It is now possible to answer this “how many” question for the United 
States, with an estimation from the Williams Institute, an LGBTQ think 
tank at the University of California, Los Angeles, drawn from an analysis 
of national and state-level population surveys that collect data on trans-
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gender identity: 1.4 million adults, or 0.6 percent of the US population, 
identifi ed as transgender in 2016 (Flores, Herman, Gates, & Brown 2016; 
see also Herman & Gates, this volume). As there are many potential bar-
riers to identifying as transgender on a state-sponsored survey (see Currah 
& Stryker 2015), it is likely that this estimate is low. However, in my expe-
rience, the 0.6 percent fi gure generates just as much dismissal from quan-
titatively oriented sociologists as does the answer “We don’t know.” I have 
had sociologists casually tell me that I have dedicated my research career 
to an insignifi cant part of the US population, suggesting, again, that the 
numerical threshold for sociological signifi cance should determine when 
we begin to take seriously experiences with discrimination and inequality. 
The dismissal of the transgender population as too small is problematic 
when considered alongside groups that are more readily incorporated as 
part of a legitimate sociological endeavor, such as Jewish Americans (esti-
mated as 2% of the population in 2013), and, increasingly, LGB Americans 
(estimated as 3.5% of the population in 2011). Sociological gatekeepers’ 
insistence on relegating transgender research to the category of “not soci-
ology” suggests there is something underlying this “how many” question 
that goes beyond issues of population size and generalizability. I take up 
what this might be in the next section.

Ridicule

Queer work disrupts the status quo when it upsets taken-for-granted 
assumptions and beliefs within the established discipline—the sociologi-
cal certainties upon which our academic training was based. Faced with a 
challenge to their worldview, gatekeepers can seek to discredit this work 
using the strategy of ridicule. In my experience, this tactic usually begins 
with an attack on the idea that transgender identities are a real social phe-
nomenon. Such a response typically is leveled at me as a cisgender 
researcher, who, in the eyes of such critics, has crossed a line into absurd-
ity by taking seriously identities and experiences that the asker positions 
as cultural delusions. To convey how ridiculous they fi nd the idea of taking 
a transgender person seriously, audience members have asked me in talks 
such questions as (if the asker is white), “Well, what if I say I am black? 
Can I have any racial identity I want?” or (if the asker is human), “What if 
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I say I am an animal? Can we now just be anything we choose?” A human 
may claim to be an animal, askers imply, and may be able to fi nd a small 
community to support that claim. Such people can alter their appearances 
to appear more animal-like, but, in this understanding, “we know” that 
they are really still genetically human. If humans cannot become cats, this 
logic implies, then transgender people cannot “really” exist. At the level of 
rhetoric, these questions are designed to be so outrageous that I will be 
forced by the power of analogy to admit that transgender identities are a 
politically correct fi ction that I am propagating for ideological reasons.

What is most notable about the strategy of ridicule is its overt hostility, 
which was most evident to me in an anonymous review I received of one 
of the fi rst articles I submitted for publication. In 2005, while a graduate 
student, I coauthored an article with Elroi Windsor, who, at the time, was 
one of the few US-based sociologists working in transgender studies. We 
had identifi ed some overlap in our interview studies around trans men’s 
experiences with the hormonal and surgical possibilities of gender transi-
tions. Combining our data, we were able to draw on the experiences of 
seventy trans men from four geographic regions in the United States—a 
relatively large N for qualitative work in transgender studies at the time—
and craft an article about the diverse ways in which the men we inter-
viewed transformed their bodies to make their unique gender identities 
visible. In this article, we noted that some men sought genital surgery 
while others felt that it was less important to their self-making. Our point 
was not to support one perspective or the other, but rather to demonstrate 
the diff erent ways in which transgender men embody their gender identi-
ties. We concluded with some thoughts about how considering trans men’s 
perspectives might open up new possibilities for theorizing masculinity 
within sociology.

As with most articles, there was room for improvement in our organi-
zation of the data and in our argumentation. Even with that realization, 
however, I was unprepared for the lone review the paper received from an 
established social science journal. The review’s author—who identifi ed 
himself as a cisgender man—responded to our article with what can only 
be called vitriol. He repeatedly referred to transgender men as “biological 
women,” and took issue with the idea that some transgender men were not 
interested in genital surgery. He ended his diatribe with the following:



 t h e  “ n o t  s o c i o l o g y ”  p r o b l e m  47

These women—biologically women prior to their physical transforma-
tions—are so NOT men that they do not get the centrality of the penis. “Eh, 
big deal, that penis thing” they might say, thus revealing as starkly if they 
had been pantsed [sic], that they haven’t the fi rst idea of what masculinity 
actually means. Let me put it this way: if pre-op FTMs do not experience 
penis envy, they don’t “get” the very sex they claim to already inhabit. Sorry 
authors, but penises matter. Big (or well not so big) time.

The reviewer also clearly intended to discredit us as researchers—a point 
further evidenced by the review’s last line: “It makes me wonder if the 
authors are also women, and therefore, they don’t get it either.”

I experienced many diff erent emotions in reading this review. At fi rst I 
felt shame, as if I had made some type of rookie mistake. Repeatedly read-
ing the review to myself and to others, I later began to see it as so ridicu-
lous as to almost become a parody of cismasculinity in crisis. I wondered 
what was going on for the writer—a person the journal editor assured me 
was very senior “in the fi eld” when I questioned the review’s legitimacy—
and what ontological certainty was being unmoored for him by this 
research. But, mostly, I felt angry. The lack of collegiality in this review—
which remains unprecedented in my experience with publishing—was 
shocking. There was no discussion of the fi t between theory and evidence, 
or the structure of the article. There was simply a rant about the centrality 
of the “phallus,” and a claim that only people with penises who identifi ed 
as men could understand or make claims about masculinity. The anony-
mous and private nature of journal reviews made it impossible to respond 
to what was clearly intended to feel like a personal attack. The article was 
rejected from the journal on the basis of this one review. Eventually, how-
ever, we published this article in a special issue on trans sexualities in the 
Journal of Homosexuality, a fact that shows the importance of emerging 
community institutions for queer work.

conclusion

At the heart of the “not sociology” problem is a resistance to research that 
disrupts the center of the discipline or a well-established subfi eld. My 
examples focus on reactions I have received when presenting research 
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about the workplace experiences of transgender men to sociologists in a 
particular historical moment; and I hope that for a new generation of 
scholars in trans studies and the sociology of gender, the stories I tell here 
do not continue to resonate. But the strategies I identify—the Three R’s—
can be deployed as an attempt to marginalize any emerging area of inquiry 
that is doing queerly disruptive work, such as research on nonbinary gen-
der identities, asexuality, or fat positivity. In identifying these marginaliza-
tion strategies, I realize the impossibility of providing any advice about 
“right” responses. My reactions to these incidents always involve a cost-
benefi t analysis in the particular context. Sometimes I feel that I give an 
answer that eff ectively pushes back on the question’s underlying assump-
tions. Sometimes I spend the next few days stewing over what would have 
been a better answer, or what I wished I had said in the moment. Whatever 
the details of particular incidents, it has been invaluable to me to build a 
community of scholars working across all types of queer work to talk 
through these experiences. I have learned how to defend my work a little 
better, as well as how to support my colleagues and students when they 
face critiques. I have experienced the importance of intergenerational net-
works, and, when possible, I take on institutional roles through which I 
can help mentor and create more space for junior scholars. Finally, just as 
a feminist community did for me as a young scholar, my queer community 
in sociology has helped me to reframe these marginalizing strategies as 
less a personal embarrassment than a political problem to be worked on 
collectively.

I end with some thoughts about the institutionalization of once-mar-
ginalized subfi elds in sociology and what this means for the “not sociol-
ogy” problem. That feminist sociologists could resist transgender scholar-
ship in the mid-2000s—a resistance that appears (I hope) to be shifting 
with the increased visibility of transgender, gender-nonconforming, and 
nonbinary scholars and transgender studies and through ideological 
changes within feminist sociology—illustrates the extent to which femi-
nists have made inroads into the sociological center. There is now an 
established canon of feminist sociology that is taught in courses, read for 
qualifying exams, and published in anthologies—though, in my experi-
ence, it is still unusual to see feminist theory in general theory courses or 
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in sociological theory journals. For any marginalized area of inquiry, 
whether it be feminist sociology or critical race studies, to make even a 
slight move to the disciplinary center opens up new opportunities and 
brings more legitimacy to the work of scholars in this fi eld. Yet with these 
gains comes more power to exclude new voices that may seek to build 
upon and challenge the axiomatic assumptions of this once-marginalized 
subfi eld. As queer work makes strides in sociology, we must think care-
fully about this power of exclusion. We might fi nd ourselves, as we review 
journal manuscripts or select presenters for conference panels, resisting, 
reducing, or ridiculing emerging scholarship that challenges our own the-
oretical frameworks and worldviews. We should remember that theories 
and empirical fi ndings always have a shelf life. In fact, if we are truly com-
mitted to eff ecting social change with our research, we should strive for 
future irrelevance! When we meet with new generations of students and 
fi nd ourselves poised to tell them that an emerging area of inquiry or a 
body of theory with which we are unfamiliar, and perhaps even uncom-
fortable, is “not sociology,” we should stop ourselves, and add, to quote 
Marjorie DeVault (1999, 15), “Well, at least not yet.”

notes

1. I thank Susan Allan, managing editor of the American Journal of Sociology, 
for providing this sales fi gure.

2. Based on 2015 analyses publicized on journal websites, the American Journal 
of Sociology ranked 7th out of 142 sociology journals, while Gender & Society 
ranked 9th.

3. When I began interviewing people who had undergone gastric bypass sur-
gery, I started to receive, as a relatively thin person, such unwanted commentary 
about heavy people from thin sociologists who imagined I must feel similar discom-
fort. I mention this experience to emphasize the point that these strategies are not 
unique to a particular area of inquiry, but show a broader process of 
marginalization.

4. I am not suggesting that Caitlyn Jenner is beyond critique. But thinking 
critically about her conservative politics or her race and class privilege is diff erent 
from arguing that her gender identity and body project are detrimental to 
feminism.
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